The American Research University is in danger. I am not referring to the immediate problems of finances and political oversight. These are serious problems -but there are others which are more insidious and, ultimately, more threatening. In particular, there are four sources of danger to our universities to which we need to attend. Briefly put, these are (1) the lack of institutional loyalty on the part of faculty and the culture of peripatetic professional administrators, (2) the general issue of institutional loyalty to the faculty, (3) the warping of the vision of the research university, and finally (4) the failure of the faculty to participate in public debate. I begin with the first issue. Let me turn directly to the problem of institutional loyalty.
member of a university faculty, as opposed to a member of a profession who merely gets his paycheck at university X, the problem of faculty mobility would decrease. When mobility decreases, stability increases. As universities increase their stability they will increase their ability to identify and correct the problems they face. For example, a stable faculty produces cohesion within research groups yielding greater productivity.
Cohesive research groups also spend less time fumbling around trying to find the correct connection to funding agencies. Instead they build a record of success and continuity. But, it might be objected, wonʼt this also lead to stagnation and a loss of cutting edge research? Why should it? These researchers will still be attending conferences and exchanging ideas with other researchers, they just be spending less time moving their labs, reestablishing a working cohesion and learning the ropes at the new place, all of which obviously cuts into research productivity.
In addition, there is more to being a member of a university than being a productive researcher. Let me begin by endorsing at the beginning something my immigrant Sicilian grandfather would often tell me: "Giuseppe, if you are going to do something, do it to the best of your ability, or don't do it at all". This, I believe, is something we have forgotten when it comes to being a faculty member. When you accept a position on a university faculty you are taking on the responsibility of being a member of that faculty. This is different from being a scholar. One can be an independent scholar, but not an independent faculty member. Being a member of a faculty entails assuming certain specific responsibilities and obligations to students and to your colleagues at that university. As noted above, the last several generations of scholars have been raised in a climate of competitive grants, where personal success is measured by success on the national and international levels and not at home in such terms as improving the quality of one's home institution. Furthermore, the idea that working to improve the quality of your university may relate to the overall survival of the university system as we know it, seems to have slipped by unnoticed.
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We, and by that I mean we as members of a university faculty, have to realize that being a member of a university community means more than sitting in one's office with the door closed, posting an hour of office hours a week, and writing obscure papers of relevance to only a handful of colleagues at other institutions. We also have to recognize the fact that no university has a prima facie obligation to send someone it initially hired to teach its students out into the greater world on jaunts to party with former graduate school friends and a few bigwigs in that big Profession out there. In short, by accepting the position of being a faculty member, one accepts the obligation membership entails. This means, specifically, that one is a member of a faculty at a unique institution.
To fill out some of these ideas, let us turn directly to the question of what a university is and how it comes to have the kind of claim on my loyalty that I think it should have on all of us. Let me begin by observing that there is no one unique thing called a university.
There are many kinds of institutions called universities, From the Open University to
Oxford to Harvard to Land Grant Universities. They differ in structure, sometimes in mission, often in financial backing. But there must be two things, without which whatever it is isn't a university: those two things are students and faculty. Without students it may be a research institute, but not a university. Without faculty -who knows, a beach party, To begin with, not anyone can be a faculty member. Membership requires credentials, credentials which certify that the holder is an expert in a field. Students, on the other hand, lack those credentials, but seek knowledge and also credentialing. The kind of credentials the students receive certify that they have acquired a certain amount of knowledge. So far, so good. Basically, then, faculty are the guardians of knowledge. As members of a university faculty they are entrusted with that knowledge and given the charge to enhance it and then transfer the old as well as the enhanced knowledge to the next generations. The fundamental feature of a university is to be found in that relation of transferring knowledge. But we can conceive of other similar relations, where knowledge is transferred and yet we would hesitate to call the arrangement by which that happens a university -for instance, a trade school. And surely, the transmission of knowledge takes place up and down the educational ladder, from kindergarten to graduate school and with the same sets of players, students and teachers. So, while the relation is basic, it is not defining of a university.
What is common to trade schools and other educational institutions, but not to universities, is that these other institutions are charged primarily with the transmission of knowledge, while universities have two additional and unique charges: (i) to preserve old knowledge and (ii) to create new knowledge as well. That is; a university is by definition a research university.
If I am right that the basic ingredients of a university are students, faculty, the preservation and transmission of old knowledge and the creation and transmission of new knowledge, then we can continue. One thing stands out once we accept that these are the fundamentals: nothing necessarily follows from these five items with regard to any particular arrangement for achieving the goals of creating, guarding, and transmitting knowledge. This is reflected in the wide variety of institutional arrangements that have grown up to accomplish those goals. To be a university does not require that certain disciplines or areas of knowledge be nurtured in that environment. There are In order to bring this all together, I need to introduce a few other things. First, I already noted that there is no generally agreed upon structure or arrangement for a university.
Those structures that have grown up are the products of many factors, most of them accidental. What is interesting is that we celebrate these institutions both for their uniqueness and for the general characteristics they all share. In the grand experiment to forge the best means for creating, preserving, and transmitting knowledge, we encourage competition among universities, a competition that itself fosters the development and dedication to these basic values. In that context universities establish and nurture traditions and forms of relationships that result in loyal backers and dedicated believers in, for example, the Virginia Tech way or the Vassar Experience.
Further, there can be no question but that this system of unique, competing institutions has created the premier set of research universities in the world. This is where the world comes for graduate work.
This is, by and large, where the best research is being done. Our system of diverse and unique institutions in cheerful competition with one another has produced one of the most significant creations of the civilized world. It is, however, as noted above, in danger of being destroyed. The mobility of faculty and the lack of institutional loyalty that implies threatens the destruction of this system because it represents an attempt, sometimes deliberate, sometimes not, to homogenize universities. From either side, from the side of the faculty member or of the university, if moving around is the name of the game, then unique traditions and idiosyncratic procedures will have to be modified, regularized and systematically sanitized. Faculty members are not going to move somewhere if that requires that they completely reformat all their files, for example. Or, if they do, they won't move unless they are going to be promised the necessary help to do that work. If a university is attempting to attract faculty, it is cheaper for it to adopt something approaching a generally accepted procedure or computer network or grading system, than to insist on retaining old, cherished, but complicated for the outsider ways of doing things. The more universities adopt interchanging ways of operating, the less unique they appear, the less there is to differentiate one place from another, and a vicious cycle begins -why not move if there is more money involved and nothing else is different? But it is just these different ways of performing the tasks of preserving and transmitting old knowledge and creating new knowledge that lies at the heart of our system of universities. The point is, since there is no proven best way to achieve these goals, we must do what we can to perfect the different ways which have grown up in context to see how close we can come to succeeding. To let the uniqueness drop for the purpose of personal gain, which I submit will be short-lived if this goes on for very long, to let personal gain rule the day, will be the end of the story. And it may not be personal gain alone at work here. Universities seem willing to enter the homogenization game if it results in attracting better (on some definition yet to be determined of "better") faculty.
But, I suggest that is a case of pursuing short term gain at the risk of long term failure. we studied when we were in graduate school is still being studied?
Let us look at this from a different perspective. When a faculty member identifies his or her wellbeing with the profession at large, there can be no doubt that there will be diminished attention to solving the problems at his or her home institution. More to the point, everything that goes wrong becomes an excuse to leave. One does not concern oneself with the well being of the department or the college or with attracting students when one sees his or her rewards elsewhere. When you cease to attend to the problems of improving your university, you engage in what is ultimately a self defeating action. If you fail to see that the improvement and success of your university is ultimately more important than your petty ego. You may soon face a day when there are no longer research universities. Minding home base is the best way to secure the future.
Or, to put the point in its most obnoxious form -to take the perks a university offers, from salary to travel, and to ignore the obligation to work for the benefit of the institution is to betray a fundamental trust. And, please, do not haul out that sophism that the best thing you can do for the university is to do your work. There is more that needs to be done as well. We are not engaged in selling our scholarly services. We are engaged in the creation, preservation and transmission of knowledge, of our cultural heritage. This, if anything is, is a sacred trust. We are privileged to be allowed to partake in these activities. To use this opportunity for personal gain at the expense of the institution and the people it nurtures is unsettling at the least. More to the point, it announces that you
do not know what it is to be a faculty member or what it is to be part of a university thereby betraying the institutions that have nurtured you. The betrayal comes from the lack of commitment to perfecting the structures and building on the traditions of one university with its particular configurations. For the system to work, each university must work at becoming the best it can within the context it has established. If we don't work to perfect that unique way of creating, transmitting and preserving knowledge that we find here and if we give into the homogenization of universities, then the competition which has made this system so successful will not take place. Without faculty who are dedicated to perfecting this one university in which they are colleagues, no historically contingent institution can expect to survive. What to do?
Well first we must do something about the distractions of outside funding. In my opening paragraphs I asserted that the national funding agencies were part of the problem. Here is why: money to support research is most readily found outside oneʼs home institution.
To receive those funds, a faculty member must pass a peer review. The peers are not from his home institution -they are drawn from a national constituency. The audience one must please to get money to do a significant part of oneʼs job -create new knowledge -is not to be found at oneʼs home institution -it is elsewhere -at best the researcher will have divided loyalties -at worst, no loyalty at all to the university. I endorse a proposal that has been floating around in which has the federal government
give its money directly to the top 100 or so research universities. Abolish the NSF, NIH, NEH, and NEA. Establish criteria for a periodic review, say every 5 years, to evaluate the progress and to determine if the university should stay on the top 100 list. Each university then is responsible for awarding research grants and for seeing that the best work is done. Faculty members doing the research won't have split loyalties. In short, if we reduce the outside distractions, there will be few reasons to avoid the obligations to your university. Surely it is in fulfilling those obligations that the genuine satisfaction of being a member of the academy comes from. On the other hand, if you believe that all you have to do is sit in that office and write those obscure papers or do the equivalent in some lab -then your selfishness will be rewarded by your exclusion from the fellowship of the academy. You will meet your friends at conferences perhapsbut not your colleagues.
One last thought before returning to the idea of a university. There is also an obligation on the part of the university to its faculty. Loyalty is a two-way street. The university administration cannot expect loyalty if it does less than everything in its power to enhance the possibilities for the faculty to do its job. (More on this theme anon.) The atmosphere must be one of family not adversaries.
Finally, let me return to the idea of a university. There is no single idea of a university. A university is an ideal -a goal to be achieved -it will be the best means in a specific historical context for guarding the knowledge that has been created, for transmitting it to a deserving audience who will appreciate it and benefit from it and it will also be the best means for generating new knowledge. The only way to achieve that goal is to work for it, not to run away. think you are really getting as you make these moves, then I guess this is the right thing to do. Never mind that at each successive level, you are increasingly constrained by the audiences to which you must respond, audiences that wield more power than you do at every stage. Moving from a faculty position to that of a department head is a good example. As a faculty member, I taught my classes, more often than not the classes I wanted to teach. I did my research, which was virtually always on topics on which I
wanted to work, and I came and went with minimal restrictions, maybe only office hours.
When I became a department head things changed. Now when I teach, it is more often than not to fill in where something is needed. I must be constantly attentive to the needs what they want to do, making sure that the department is safe from hungry deans looking for some trophy to demonstrate their success in whatever battle they are fighting. My time is no longer my own. There are endless meetings to attend. I need to be in the office so that the faculty has the opportunity to ask for assistance whenever they need it. I no longer am able to do my research. When I have the time to write something, it is usually a report for some other administrator. I also have to be a team player with the Dean. Now a faculty member responds to his or her students, and his or her Chair, A Chair, on the other hand, responds to the students, the faculty and the Dean. The Dean responds to the students, the faculty, the Chairs, and the Provost, and on it goes. At each level your freedom is increasingly restricted. So I wonder how much real power and authority one acquires in these positions. Enough on that, let's return to the peripatetic administrator.
If, despite being deluded about the amount of power one wields as one move "up" the administrative ladder, if one is committed to this sort of life, what is wrong with it?
Clearly from your own point of view nothing. It probably matters not that you are the administrative equivalent of the peripatetic faculty member who seeks only personal achievement and eschews such old fashion ideas as viewing the chance to be an educator as a sacred trust. But instead of heaping scorn on Cassius, let's look at it from the point of view of the universities these people move from and to. What is the cost to these institutions? I suggest that it is very great indeed; so great that it threatens their very existence.
We all are familiar with the irritation that comes from listening to the new chair or dean we have fought over the proper direction for the university have at their root this tension between the perception of the uniqueness of VPI and the uncertainty, nay even the fear that Virginia Tech will not be unique, but will become only one more faceless mega-university. But not all such resistance to change is understood with sympathy.
Some will resist another's agenda because it threatens their cozy nest. It strikes me that while cozy nests are nice, and we all want one of our own, they should only be protected if they can be justified in terms of the greater interests of the university.
There are other types of agendas of which to be beware. There are political and social But there are also social agendas which do not have the force of law, but which can best be described as ideologies and there exist academic administrators who view universities as vehicles for social venues, where the kind of agenda is the implementation of a social ideology that does not have the force of law. Such administrators can be deadly for a university. The implementation of social policies that have been publicly debated in the university community and agreed upon is one thing.
Universities are the ideal place for that sort of debate to take place. But it is yet another thing, yet another example of the lack of concern for the uniqueness of the institution, for a senior administrator to impose his or her own social agenda without benefit of debate. Not only does the imposition of a social ideology reveal the lack of respect that administrator has for the faculty and staff at that university, it demonstrates the failure of that administrator as a leader. To be an academic leader is to be able to persuade the university community to follow your vision. Academic administrators who view the move To shortchange that process is to undermine one of the major missions of the university by substituting ideological strong-arming for reasoned debate.
I have been arguing that in the past four decades there has emerged a cadre of highly mobile academic administrators and that the hiring of these people to fill administrative positions at universities is in general detrimental to those institutions. The peripateticʼs I am referring to fall into two categories. One group sees each job as a stepping stone to another more prestigious position. The concern is not with doing what is best for the institution where they are currently employed, but with putting something on their vita which will help them get the next job. These people. seek short terms solutions to what are often deep-seated and long term problems. They ignore the historical uniqueness of the institution and they look for generic or universal solutions to very specific problems.
The second group sees a new job as an opportunity to implement yet another aspect of a favored social ideology. They undermine the university as a venue for debate and discussion and impose a policy that, even if it is right, does not have the force of law or the general agreement of the university community. To act in this way is to demonstrate visible disrespect for the members of that community. It is to create huge morale problems which ultimately , among other things, either lead to the departure of the administrator in question or to significant unrest in the faculty and potentially among the students. Now all this may be true, but there are two counter arguments to this view that need to be considered. First, there is still the old chestnut that we need people from outside because they can bring a fresh perspective to our problems. This argument parallels the argument for not hiring your own Ph.D. students. We need to bring new faculty into the university, faculty who have been educated elsewhere in order to keep the creative juices flowing. Why not the same point for administrators? Good point. However, I did not say we shouldn't, everyone once in a while bring in someone new. Occasionally that may be the correct thing to do. But when so doing, I warned us to look out for two types of administrators we don't want to hire, those you are ambitious career-wise, and those with a social agenda.
Second, sometimes, it is argued, we need an outsider because no insider can overcome the divisions and the dissension that have arisen for whatever reasons. That may be true, but no true peripatetic would want a job that will require that much work unless he or she is really determined to make a name with the intent to go for the "big one" next.
That is, this kind of challenge looks like just the opportunity that gets someone a chance at a really super position at a first rate university, if only they can solve the problems here. Of course, few first rate universities have those kinds of problems and have little need for such an enterprising individual, unless they are Yale or more currently, Harvard.
But I want to argue the stronger point as well: university academic administration ought to be the job of that university's faculty. It ought to be something that a faculty member can see himself or herself moving into and then out of again. Administration is not, of course, for everyone. Some people are better at it than others. However, it should not be viewed as a career change. It should not be considered necessarily a permanent change of status for a faculty member to become a department chair for a term or two or three and then , maybe even a dean or provost. They are, after all, members of our faculty, doing a job for us, just we as all do when we sit on committees and task forces.
When we finish our committee work we return to our teaching and research; likewise with faculty administrators.
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Finally, if you combine the peripatetic administration with the personally ambitious faculty, then the goal of maintaining the uniqueness of our institutions will be totally undermined. There is no incentive to keep the traditions. Rather, what we want to do is make it easier for people to move around. That argues for an increased homogenization of the university system, from budgeting to criteria for promotion. And as I argued earlier, the strength of our university system lies in the competition among unique institutions trying to perfect different ways of preserving, creating and transmitting knowledge.
Part 3: Excellence or Status?
I repeat, the current state of higher education is, to be blunt, ominous. Several colliding trends threaten to undo what has taken approximately 125 years to create, i.e., the most successful university system in the world. It is successful, I argued in Parts 1 and 2 because, in large measure, of its diversity. We have small colleges, large colleges, small universities, large universities, specialized universities, general all-purpose universities, research universities, public universities that can be research universities or not, private colleges and universities fitting all of the above and the list goes on. The key point here is that the variety means that not only can students find a place where they can flourish, but that by not following a cookie-cutter model, these institutions have evolved a variety of means for sustaining, conveying and developing knowledge. When I said it is the most successful system in the world, I refer not only to Nobel laureates, but also to the number of students who come to this country to study from around the world.
Until recently, America has been the educational Mecca. This influx of international students and researchers has further sustained the excellence we exhibit by not only bringing us their skills, but also by broadening our perspectives. Despite our vitality and the robustness of our institutions, we are beginning to see some trends that threaten this system in ways that we have not anticipated.
In this section I look at two trends are particularly disturbing. The first we are all aware of: decreased state support. Budget shortfalls are to be found across the country and the impact they have had on public university funding has been severe. The second is not quite as obvious. It is the developing bifurcation of the university system into two distinct groups, the haves and the have-nots. The bifurcation I refer to has been noted There is another danger in playing the chase-the-grant game, especially when the grants are federal. In chasing federal grants we are letting the federal government set the research agenda. I am not proposing anything sinister here, although I could, rather, I am offering the simple observation that if the federal government is setting the nationʼs research agenda, even if it is federal scientists who do so, it just may be the case that the best, most exciting, and most potentially creative and productive science is being overlooked.
So, as I survey the scene, I see threats to the university coming from two directions as we encourage our scientific colleagues to seek the big grants:
(1) we weaken the humanities, arts and social sciences, and (2) we also undermine cutting edge science.
But, the response may be, if by letting the federal government set the research agenda, and if we seek to join the elite by raising our research dollars, whatʼs the problem? The problem is not obvious, but it is there, so let me lay out a couple of preliminaries that I hope will clear the way for a cleaner presentation of what I see as the end game.
I began these remarks by observing that there is a major threat to the entire university system. In the interests of time and by way of courting controversy, I will paint with a broad brush. The threat is the elimination of the systemʼs diversity. Instead of a widerange of institutions of higher education with their own traditions, strengths, collaborations, etc, we are looking at a bifurcated system, with a few elite institutions pursuing federal dollars and the remainder concentrating on undergraduate education, mediocre graduate programs in the sciences, and not much for the humanities, arts and social sciences. If such an elite does emerge, not only will they be competing for the money, but also for the best students and faculty. In addition they will be building an increasingly sophisticated infrastructure, which again attracts the best students and faculty. The better the elite becomes, the weaker the rest of us will become. Not only will we not be perceived as great universities, except maybe on the football field, but we will stop competing for those grants as we discover that they always end up at the elite institutions since they have both the faculty and the infrastructure. Investigators with track records do tend to attract more grants. Faculty at the poor sisters will also be seeking ways to make themselves competitive at the elite schools, paying more and more attention to how to leave their current institution for a position at one of the big boys and less on to how to improve their current home. Finally, with most of the research clustered at the elite institutions, working on federal grants satisfying an agenda set for them by the government, what is happening to the quality of the science?
One of the things we know from our study of the history of science is that the best and most exciting science comes at the edges where disciplines intersect. This may mean that a technique developed in one area is brought into another, or it may mean that a group of faculty working in different fields, while sitting around at lunch, find they are all approaching the same or similar problems from different angles, etc. In short, the best science is bottom-up, not top down. Great science cannot be mandated.
Administrators, be they of federal agencies or research universities, cannot set the research agenda and expect great science to come out it. They can only facilitate the possibility of great science.
In the frenzied competition to become a member of that emerging elite, some university administrators have taken to exhorting their troops to seek bigger and more high profile grants. But, if what I said before is anywhere near the mark, that is not the way to do great science and build a great university. It is, however, ultimately the way to mediocrity and the end of the kind of scientific research that escapes the status quo. This is in opposition to an atmosphere of brutal competition, fear and angst, created by the insistence on major grants from major funding agencies. My suspicion is that if the 12 factors above are in play, the big grants will come.
Great universities are great because they foster learning and learning generates whatever trappings of success you want. If your students and faculty are free to learn and apply that learning, the rest will follow.
Furthermore, nothing in this list necessarily applies only to scientists. It strikes me that this list applies across the board to academics everywhere. And it pertains directly to our question of how to create a great university, where we characterize a great university as one that fosters learning. As I understand learning, it is what we get from our studies, be they of the past, the present, or of nature and mathematics. The fourth danger facing the university is twofold: we are increasingly seen as either vocational training institutes or irrelevant. At the heart of the issue is not just a not-sosubtle anti-intellectualism, but rather a more general lack of appreciation for the role of ideas in culture. For this state of affairs we have no one to blame but ourselves. To the extent that the public fails to understand the crucial importance of a liberal education and the life of the mind for democratic societies, and to the extent that that very public is increasingly college-educated, it is clear that as educators we have failed to make our case, which ought to give us pause as to what our students did learn.
There are many reasons for our failure and I will not shirk from speculating on many of them below. But first, whatever those reasons are, it is critical for us to understand that as teachers we have failed our students by not creating in them a deep appreciation of Some of the factors that have contributed to this sad state of affairs are:
• intellectual arrogance
• insecurity
• willful ignorance
• self absorption.
First, let us be careful to identify the guilty parties. In the immortal words of Pogo, "We have met the enemy and they is us." The "us" is primarily the faculty. The senior administration is also at fault, and I will address their role later, but we are the primary culprits.
To defend the world of ideas is to defend a value. Defending values is difficult work. It is not enough to simply assert a value and expect your audience to accept it. So, perhaps the problem is that most of us either arenʼt equipped or donʼt believe we are equipped for the job of defending our values. In part, that is due to a combination of intellectual arrogance and insecurity. Itʼs arrogance because we are inclined to assert that we shouldnʼt have to defend our values since it is obvious our values are superiorafter all we are the professors, right? Well, it is not obvious and the fact that we are professors is irrelevant. The intellectual arrogance is evident in our unwillingness to enter the fray. Part of it is, on the part of some, a genuine unmerited sense of moral superiority. Having a Ph.D. and being on a university faculty entitles you to nothing.
Just like everyone else, we need to earn our right to evince our values.
But earning that right requires engaging an audience and whenever you engage in argumentation you run the risk of losing. So the result is a retreat behind the walls of academe armed with the self-absorption that is justified by appeals to demands of our profession (see Part I).
This sticking our collective head in the sand has to end. But what are we to do? The only way to achieve the goals of being appreciated as the guardians of our cultural heritage, charged with developing its values and passing them on to the next generations, is to engage the public for whom we are, in a very deep sense, servants.
This is a call for a reassessment of our role as intellectuals. "Intellectual" has a bad ring to it these days. I am not sure where the anti-intellectualism we experience today began, but I know the sting of the phrase "pointy-headed intellectuals" from the ʻ60s. There are several reasons why faculty wonʼt be public intellectuals in addition to the psychological speculations floated earlier. One is a function of misplaced sense of loyalty and an administration with the wrong priorities.
In Part 1 I put a lot of blame for the deteriorating state of the American University System on faculty who see their loyalty to their "professional colleagues" rather than to the institutions that pay their salary. Faculty members are quick enough to complain when state legislatures fail to provide raises. But do you see them presenting carefully reasoned arguments to the general public on why this is short-changing their childrenʼs future? No. Why? (1) It would take much too much work to explain the ramifications, both social and economic, to folks who either (a) we falsely assume could care less, or (b) for whom we have little intellectual respect, after all they are not professors (intellectual arrogance again) (2) Besides, I have a conference paper to write for next week (3) That is the administrationʼs job. Faculty members are self-absorbed, concerned about their own national and international reputations, and more than willing to pass the buck. So letʼs look to whom they are passing the buck: "the administration."
When university faculty members refer to the administration they usually mean the university president and his or her immediate staff, i.e., the provost or chief academic officer and the chief financial and administrative officer and their immediate staffs. It usually does not include the college deans, department heads, and the people who really make the place work, the secretaries, administrative assistants, bookkeepers, grounds people, cleaning and maintenance staff, cooks, etc.
In the typical administration, the president is responsible for external relations and the provost and chief administrative officer are responsible for the day-to-day running of the place. So, it is the president that is responsible for dealing with alumni, donors, the press and most importantly in the case of public universities, the governor and the legislature. It should also be the case that it is the presidentʼs office that is the first line of attack in making the case for the role of the university in the public life of our society. There is something to be said about being content with doing what you do well. It used to be case, back in some mythological golden age, when some institutions of higher learning aspired to become a first class liberal arts colleges, with the emphasis on quality undergraduate education. Somewhere in the last twenty-five or so years that ideal has been replaced by university inflation. It used to be case that as you drove up and down I 81 you saw signs announcing this or that college -James Madison College, Radford College, Shenandoah Conservatory -now all universities. Alas, their elevated status has not been accompanied by any noticeable improvement in their academic quality. I cannot resist the temptation to venture that failing to achieve quality in undergraduate education they sought prominence by proclaiming themselves universities, as if the title is enough to confer status.
When we turn to universities the story is similar if not exactly parallel. Institutions acquire the status of being a university by offering Ph.D. programs and nurturing and supporting research in addition to fostering quality undergraduate education. It is the emphasis on research that makes the difference. But research is not by itself enough to make a university a great university. There is research, and then there is research that makes a difference. Not every research dollar expended reflects good value.
Further there is research that generally brings in no external funding but which is crucial to making a university a university and not just a trade school. This is research into ideas. This is research that examines the nature of liberty and justice, or how best to express the creative spirit. This is research that questions the very nature of knowledge itself and what it is to live the good life. It is research into the past with an eye to explaining how we got to where we are. It is research into political systems and how they function and into the varieties of religions and belief systems that enrich and impoverish lives. It is what in older times was called the life of the mind.
But, alas, this is the part of a university that today is also ignored when we make the case for greatness. And that is sad, for a society without culture is sterile, and culture extends beyond the lab and business ventures. Culture means the arts and public debate about the future of the society and how best to improvement the lives of the poor, etc. But it is not just these various components, it is also a civic respect of the ideas and opinions of others and for the value of debate and for the quality of an argument or a work of art or a concert. And respect for these things is what we, the faculty, seem to have failed to instill in the students who come to us for values.
Or, maybe we have tried and simply done a bad job of it. So, I suggest, it is time to try something different. If living safely with the walls of the academy has resulted in an indifferent public and receding resources, it is time to develop some courage and leave the sanctuary and meet the public in its own domain. This will be beneficial on a number of levels. Hopefully it will raise the quality of the debates about matters of with U.S. Business Schools", in which it is argued that efforts to improve in the rankings are taking resources away from research and other areas.
public interest. Hopefully we will begin to see actual political debates rather than shouting matches aimed at making "points". Film reviews and art criticism should begin to reflect on the greater aesthetic and philosophical issues film, art, and literature raise.
It should also make a dent in that academic plague, intellectual arrogance. Nothing will hurt more than having a proposed op-ed piece rejected. I can hear it now, "But, I have published in the worldʼs greatest journals, how dare they!!!" Well, publishing an esoteric article designed for an audience of five is a bit different than talking to the public in a convincing way. Perhaps a little humility will actually make the public intellectual more approachable and he or she might redouble their efforts to make their points of view attractive enough to be considered in the public sphere.
Whatever we do, we cannot sit behind our desks and ignore the world out there. Let me try one more approach. Perhaps we havenʼt failed as badly as I have made out.
Perhaps it is only that our former students have forgotten about us because we have become invisible. If the professors they remembered fondly at graduation continued to be present in their lives by way of the public domain, maybe what we taught them will continue to be part of their lives as well. It really is a bit much to graduate them, wash our hands and be done with them and then expect those alumni to feel compelled to continue our work on their own. Perhaps they feel abandoned by us and we all know that feelings of being abandoned generate feelings of anger. So, perhaps we have in fact reaped what we sowed, by neglect.
A university cannot be a great university if it is not a vital part of the communityʼs life and culture. The way to do this is for the faculty to become engaged in that culture and continue the job they started in the classroom. This is not to suggest that we should be out there lecturing. We should be out there teaching, which takes a lot more work than writing a lecture. Let me take this one step further and then stop. We have failed as teachers because teaching is a life long enterprise. Teaching is one of the most noble of human activities. It is, at heart, the process by which we nurture the human spirit.
